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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

Belding's ground squirrel is common in its California range, which extends along the Sierra
Nevada from Tulare and Inyo cos. north to the Oregon border. Optimal habitats are alpine
dwarf-shrub, wet meadow, perennial and annual grassland, and open, grassy stands of
bitterbrush and sagebrush. Also found in open stands of many wooded and chaparral
habitats with grassy understories. Varying numbers may invade croplands and pastures.
This species ranges from 1500-3000 m (4900-9800 ft) in elevation on the east side of the
Sierra Nevada, and from high elevations down to 1900 m (6000 ft) on the west side (Grinnell
and Dixon 1919, Hall 1946, Ingles 1965, Turner 1972, Jenkins and Eshelman 1984).

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: This herbivore feeds on a variety of grasses and forbs, eating leaves, stems,
seeds, bulbs, and fruits. Also eats some insects, and occasionally may be cannibalistic.
Forages on the ground surface. Does not store food, but accumulates body fat, doubling
body weight prior to hibernation (Morhardt and Gates 1974).

Cover: Retreats to burrow to avoid predators (Sherman 1977).

Reproduction: Burrows are dug in loose soil, often near water and patches of bunchgrass,
frequently in open areas with little cover (Grinnell and Dixon 1919, Hall 1946). Females dig
burrows 3-4.5 m (10-15 ft) long and 0.3-0.6 m (1-2 ft) deep, with at least two openings, and
build grass nests inside (Whitaker 1980).

Water: Uses evaporative cooling and convection to avoid heat stress. Distribution is tied
to water, suggesting that water is perhaps the most important limiting factor. Gets water from
food and from drinking.

Pattern: Prefers open areas with short grasses and little canopy. Prefers friable soils for
burrowing, but may use adjoining rocky and woody areas for feeding. Belding's ground
squirrel usually is found close to a source of water.

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Diurnal; hibernates up to 8 mo of the year. Hibernation begins in July
through September, depending on elevation, and terminates from March through May. Males
enter hibernation first, followed by females, then young of the year. Males emerge first,
females emerge from April to June (Loehr and Risser 1977). At Tioga Pass, timing of first
emergence varies up to 6 wk; emergence is earlier in years of light snowpack. Late spring
snowstorms suspend mating and may cause heavy mortality, especially among females
(Morton and Sherman 1978).



Seasonal Movements/Migration: None.

Home Range: At Tioga Pass, home ranges averaged 0.6 ha (1.5 ac) for males, and
slightly smaller for females (Morton et al. 1974). According to Grinnell and Dixon (1919),
these squirrels range only "a few yards" from their burrows. Densities of 32 per ha (15 per
ac) have been reported.

Territory: Females share territory with related females, chasing others away from burrows.
Males fight for access to receptive females.

Reproduction: Mating occurs soon after emergence from hibernation. Females typically
mate with several males (Hanken and Sherman 1981). After a gestation period of 28 days,
the young are born in mid-May to mid-July (Morton and Gallup 1975). Litter size averages 7
(ranging from 3-12). Mean litter size of first-yr females was less than that of second-yr
females; few third-yr females bred, but those that did had a mean close to that of second-yr
females (Costain and Verts 1982). Juvenile males disperse out of their mother's home range,
but some juvenile females do not; thus, old females tend to be surrounded by related females.
A female that has lost her young to predators may take over a safer site, killing any young at
that site. Males may also be cannibalistic, killing unrelated young ground squirrels.

Niche: Tends to occur in large, semicolonial populations. Predators include coyotes,
bears, badgers, weasels, foxes, hawks, and eagles. However, the chief cause of death is
weather: 54-93% of juveniles, and 23-68% of adults, perish during hibernation, and more may
die in late spring snowstorms (Morton and Sherman 1978). Carries fleas that may harbor
sylvatic plague (Ingles 1965).
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